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Chapter One: Introduction and Purpose of Study 
Introduction 
In order to explore the benefits of primary sources in the classroom, this study 
evaluates lessons within a unit in which the primary method of content delivery is made 
through the use of primary source documents to English language learners.  To better 
understand the use of primary sources in fostering historical thinking skills in high school 
students learning English as a Foreign Language, this case study assesses student 
research and performance using the model of the National History Day Project.  This 
project provides a curriculum model centered on the use of primary sources to guide 
student research and understanding of a topic.   
History Day Project 
The National History Day project is an academic program that promotes the study 
of history.  Over half a million students participate in the nationwide contest.  Students 
choose a topic related to the annual theme and then complete extensive primary and 
secondary research to create a final project.  Students are asked to not only analyze 
information, but to draw conclusions as to the historical significance of their topic in 
history (National History Day, 2013).  Research is central to the History Day project.  
Students use a multitude of resources to participate in authentic historical research.  
Within the History Day project, students are able to display their work in a number of 
different formats: a written paper, exhibit, website, or documentary.  For the purposes of 
this study, all students will complete an exhibit following the rules and regulations set 
forth by the National History Day Organization.  This project allows students to explore 
the past in a new and exciting way.  It helps students to develop critical thinking skills, 
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skills in research and analysis, and oral, written, and communication skills.  The focus of 
this study is to measure how effective the National History Day project is for the 
development of historical thinking skills in English Language Learners who are learning 
English as a foreign language in an international classroom setting.   The students in this 
study speak Chinese as a first language. 
The History Day project is a competitive project.  Students are able to present 
their work and compete against others at the local, regional, state, and national level.  
However, due to the timing and location of this study, the students in this case study are 
not participating in the contest portion of the project.  While the students are not 
participating as competitors in National History Day, they still must adhere to the rules 
and regulations set forth by the organization.  The basic rule for exhibits is that they must 
contain no more than 500 student-composed words.  There is no limit to the number of 
direct quotes or information that students use as direct citations from their sources.  
Students may also display images, pictures and artifacts as part of their exhibit.  They 
may also use interactive features.   The size of the exhibit is limited to 6 feet tall, 40 
inches wide, and no deeper than 30 inches.  All projects must include a process paper 
with an annotated bibliography. 
Case Study Setting 
 The classroom setting for this case study is an international college preparatory 
high school located in Guangzhou, China.  This program is unique in that it provides an 
American style education to Chinese students who have completed their primary and 
middle school education within the Chinese education model.  This scenario offers a 
particularly interesting insight to this study due to the different interpretation of 
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education, and more specifically, history education used in the Chinese and American 
education models.  Western and Chinese education differs in the conceptualization of 
learning, as well as in instructional methods. 
 The students in this study are grade 10 students currently enrolled in the 
American history course within the international high school.  There are two sections of 
this course.  Students are grouped into these sections based on their English proficiency, 
which was determined using an in-house assessment at the beginning of the school year 
and based on teacher recommendations throughout the course of the school year.  There 
are thirty-three students who participating in the study and completing the surveys and 
History Day Project.  From these thirty-three students, three projects completed by five 
students are given a more in depth assessment of historical thinking skills.  All students 
have been enrolled in the international program throughout the current school year.  
 The international school follows the high school curriculum and standards of the 
State of Minnesota. All teachers are licensed American high school teachers in their 
respective content areas.  Students are enrolled in English, math, science, and social 
studies content courses taught by native English speakers.  All instruction, assignments, 
and assessments are given in English.  Students within the program have varying levels 
of English ability.  Students complete a portion of their grade nine and all of their grade 
ten and eleven instruction within the American program in China.  For their final year of 
instruction, students are able to travel to Minnesota where they are enrolled within an 
international American high school.  Upon completing this program, students receive the 
equivalent of an American high school diploma.   
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Differences in Western and Chinese Beliefs About Learning 
 Jin Li (2005) of Brown University states that people’s beliefs concerning 
purposes, processes, personal regard, affects and social perceptions underlie people’s 
motivations for learning and influence children’s actual learning and achievement (p. 
190).  He uses ancient philosophers to draw a comparison between Western and Chinese 
beliefs about learning.  The Western understanding of learning can be traced back to the 
teachings of Socrates, who promoted the idea that the “best learning is one who develops 
and uses his or her mind well to inquire into the world” (p. 190).  The great Chinese tutor 
Mencius held an alternative understanding, which holds that the most essential quality for 
any learner is to become a better and more virtuous learner.  Learning is a social process, 
and therefore influence by existing cultural systems.  He characterizes the two learning 
systems as mind-oriented (Western) and virtue-oriented (Chinese) (Li, 2005). 
To further explore this topic and to confirm his assumptions, Li studied college 
students in China and the United States.  He found that the Western beliefs promoted an 
engaged learner, guided by inquiry, and an intrinsic motivation to learn and discover new 
information.   Personal insights and creative problem solving are valued skills.  The 
Chinese beliefs promoted learning as a means of moral and social perfection, as well as 
process of mastering material in order to contribute to society.  This philosophy 
encourages great personal effort, memorization as a way to reach a deeper understanding, 
and repetition. 
Difference in Western and Chinese Theoretical Approaches to the Study of History 
 The use of primary sources to encourage students to become active historians fits 
within Li’s characterization of the inquiry model of learning observed in the Western 
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style of learning.  In the History Day project, students are encouraged to develop personal 
insights into historical topics and events.  The research process actively engages them in 
inquiry in the attempt to discover new knowledge, or to challenge or question existing 
knowledge on a subject.  The underlying premise of the History Day project and the goal 
of using primary sources to develop historical thinking skills are both a direct reflection 
of the learning system that Li describes in his research.  This may pose a challenge to 
Chinese learners.  However, this may also offer additional insight into the effectiveness 
of using primary sources to develop historical thinking skills, as this style is not a familiar 
method of instruction for these students.  This type of direct inquiry will offer an 
additional challenge to the students by introducing a new learning method. 
Prior to the introduction of the National History Day project, an anticipation 
survey was used in order to assess students’ familiarity with the use of primary source 
documents and historical research and to determine the method of learning history they 
are most familiar with.  This offered a point of comparison between previously used 
instructional methods and the proposed learning method of research inquiry used in the 
National History Day project.  It also determined if students understand the distinction 
between primary source documents and other sources. 
 An additional challenge for these students is that they are all learning English as a 
Foreign Language.  The language used within documents from the past poses a challenge 
to non-native English speakers.  These students require additional time to read and 
process materials written in English.  Because the language is less familiar and new to the 
students, it is necessary to be very selective when choosing sources and also to put into 
place proper scaffolding methods to ensure understanding.  Students need to be directed 
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in how to use the sources in an effective way.  Before being able to research 
independently, these students needed to be equipped with tools that guide them to ask 
specific questions of primary sources in order to discover new information and offer 
personal insights into their chosen topic. 
Definitions 
Historical Thinking Skills. 
Historical thinking skills differ slightly from critical thinking skills; however the 
development of these skills relies heavily on a student’s ability to analyze documents 
with a critical eye.  Booth (1993) defines historical thinking skills as “a process by which 
meaning, or potential meaning, is abstracted from a discrete source of evidence and 
drawn to a common center.” (p. 116)  The National History Standards explain the specific 
aspects of historical thinking skills to include the following: chronological thinking, 
historical comprehension, historical analysis and interpretation, historical research 
capabilities, and historical issues-analysis and decision-making (National Center for 
History in the Schools, 2011).  The newly revised social studies standards in the state of 
Minnesota (2012) require that secondary students understand that historical inquiry is a 
process in which multiple sources and different kinds of historical evidence are analyzed 
to draw conclusions about how and why events happened in the past (p. 121).  Through 
the use of historical thinking skills, students are able to construct knowledge and apply it 
to formulate a better understanding of content knowledge.   
Chronological Thinking (CT). 
A sense of chronology, when events happened and in what order, is vital to 
historical understanding.  Understanding this allows students to describe, analyze, and 
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propose relationships between events and explain causality.  In constructing their own 
historical narrative, students should establish temporal order.  Chronological thinking 
requires that a student have a clear understanding of time, duration, succession and the 
events of the past, present, and future (National Center for History in the Schools, 
Historical Thinking Standard 1, 2011).   
Historical Comprehension (HC). 
Historical Comprehension requires the student to develop a historical perspective 
that allows them to describe the past through the experiences of those who lived it.  
Historical empathy requires the students to avoid thinking of past events with ‘present-
mindedness.’  HC commands that the student to be imaginative in their narrative and to 
not judge the past by the norms and standards that guide today’s society.  The student 
must strive to understand the event being studied within the historical context which it 
occurred.  HC requires the student to reconstruct the literal meaning of a historical 
passage and to differentiate between historical facts and historical interpretations.  When 
reading historical narratives, a student who has HC will be able to identify the central 
question of the narrative, the purpose, and point of view from which it has been 
construction (National Center for History in the Schools, Historical Thinking Standard 2, 
2011). 
Historical Analysis and Interpretation (HA&I). 
Historical Analysis and Interpretation requires students to go beyond the 
statements of facts and attempts to find a single correct answer to historical questions.  
Students are challenged to examine history from a variety of sources that present 
alternative accounts, interpretations, and perspectives of history.  The study of history 
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should be understood to be an interpretive and evaluative process.  Using HA&I, students 
compare and contrast competing accounts of history and the ideas, perspectives, and 
themes presented in them.  Students are also able to assess the historical soundness of 
historical narratives through the use of supporting historical evidence.  HA&I compels 
the student to examine the causal relationships between events, individuals, and ideas in 
history.  Student must also avoid the tendency to discriminate between the past and 
present by understanding the way the past relates to the present and hypothesizing the 
influence of the past (National Center for History in the Schools, Historical Thinking 
Standard 3, 2011).   
Historical Research Capabilities (HR). 
Historical research requires students to formulate questions to guide their analysis 
of the past using primary and secondary sources.  Using these questions, students seek 
out a variety of resources in print, electronically, and in the form of knowledgeable 
individuals to find the answers.  Students then interrogate and analyze these sources in 
order to determine their credibility, worth, authenticity, and consistency.  HRC 
necessitates that the student have a critical eye to determine if the source presents bias, 
distortion, or propaganda by omitting, misrepresenting, or inventing facts.  In their 
historical research students may encounter gaps in the information, requiring them to use 
deductive reasoning to establish continuity and imagination to construct an interpretive 
narrative.  Once a student has constructed an interpretive narrative, they are required to 
use HRC to compile historical evidence to support their conclusions (National Center for 
History in the Schools, Historical Thinking Standard 4, 2011). 
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Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making (HI). 
Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making requires students to identify 
problems in the past and analyze the events, individuals, institutions, and interests 
involved in the situation.  Students will be able to evaluate the alternatives available to 
those in the past and analyze the consequences of the actions that were chosen.  Students 
will be able to identify the immediate and long term consequences of past events and how 
they relate the world of today and that of the future.  Historical Issues-Analysis positions 
the student within the dilemmas of the past. The student must consider the moral and 
ethical convictions of society, individuals, and institutions of time, influencing their 
decisions and actions.  In constructing their own narratives of history, students are invited 
to judge the moral conduct of historical actors and clarify the values the influenced their 
actions. When considering the decisions made in the past, students will analyze the 
interests served, the players involved, the decision’s ethical dimensions, and its costs and 
benefits from the perspective of those involved and those affected by the decision.  
Students will also be required to identify relevant historical antecedents and differentiate 
them from those that are inappropriate or irrelevant to historical or contemporary issues 
(National Center for History in the Schools, Historical Thinking Standard 5, 2011).   
Purpose of this Study 
 The purpose of this study is to determine the benefits of using primary source 
documents as a means of developing historical thinking skills in students studying history 
in a content-based EFL classroom.  While this type of instruction is becoming more 
common throughout the world, it is primary seen as a way to promote language skills and 
the acquisition of content specific knowledge.  This study seeks to go beyond the learning 
 12 
 
of language and content to determine whether or not students are able to develop higher 
order thinking skills through this method of instruction. 
 
The primary question guiding this study is: 
  
 Can primary resource documents be used to teach historical thinking skills 
in a Content-Based EFL classroom? 
 
Limitations of Research 
     This case study only measures the effectiveness of the National History Day project as 
it is introduced in one classroom.  The results of introducing this project in other 
classrooms may yield different results.  The students in this study are Chinese students 
who have had different past learning experiences and possess varied previous knowledge 
of history and English.  These combined factors may make it difficult to generalize the 
findings of this study.  However, this study may be used as a foundation to conduct 
continued research into the use of primary sources and the development of historical 
thinking skills in students learning English as a Foreign Language. 
Summary 
In order to determine whether primary sources can be used to develop historical 
thinking skills, this case study implements the use of the National History Day Project, 
which emphasizes the use of primary sources in researching a topic and creating an 
exhibit.  Students in this study are Chinese students participating in a Content-Based 
English as a Foreign Language Program based on an American high school model.  
 13 
 
While this poses additional challenges for the researcher, it will offer important insight 
into the differences between rote memorization and authentic history instruction within 
the secondary classroom. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Introduction 
This literature review examines the use of primary documents as a way of 
fostering historical thinking skills within the secondary social studies classroom.  Special 
attention is given to content-based instruction in English as a foreign language.  Although 
using primary source documents as teaching tools can be challenging, it provides students 
with the opportunity to create meaningful learning experiences by ‘doing’ history rather 
than passively learning history.  This review analyzes the benefits and drawbacks of 
using primary documents in the secondary school setting and how teachers can 
appropriately use them to foster critical student historians.  This review also explores 
teaching methods used in primary source instruction, with emphasis placed on the use of 
scaffolding techniques to develop historical analysis skills.  Finally, the use of content-
based instruction to promote critical thinking skills in students studying English as a 
foreign language is examined.  
Current Practices in History Instruction 
As history is traditionally taught, passively through the memorization of facts and 
dates, it does not contribute to historical understanding or a positive attitude toward the 
content.  Students commonly cite history classes as being boring, yet are attracted to 
programs on the History channel, historical movies, and other stories of history (Carlson, 
2011).  This demonstrates a disconnect between the content, teaching methods, and the 
purpose of study and the student experience.  The increasing focus in the state of 
Minnesota and other states on outcome-based learning through state issued standards and 
high stakes testing has created a challenge for teachers of history.  The question of what 
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should be the focus and purpose of history education in primary and secondary schools 
has sparked national and state-wide debate.  The dominant question, should history 
education focus on the learning of information presented as truth, or the development of 
historical thinking skills, presenting history as something to be critically analyzed, creates 
a dichotomous view of objective versus subjective teaching of history.  Outcome-based 
learning places an emphasis on objectivity and purposeful learning.  It is the ability to 
measure the achievement of goals presented in outcome-based learning that has become 
the focus of legislation like No Child Left Behind and the standardized testing that has 
accompanied it.  The effectiveness of a program to achieve specific objectives can be 
determined using standardized testing (King & Evans, 1991).  But this test does not 
evaluate the learning experience of a student or their attitude toward the discipline of 
history.  As Berrett (2012) writes, “it remains tough to judge from outside the classroom 
how much knowledge they (students) gain from their academic experience” (p. 1) 
Sam Wineburg (2011), leading professor of education and history at Stanford 
University and critic of history education, argues that is not that our students know less 
about history today; rather testing is not in line with the way history should be taught or 
is learned.  Textbooks and tests decontextualize historical material and present it as a 
catalog of facts to be memorized.  This is very taxing on the memory and recalling facts 
can be nearly impossible in the long run.  The content of history has become more 
important than the stories of history.  With the expansive curriculum and lengthy 
textbooks, teachers feel obligated to cover all of the material, but in the end fail to 
actually “cover” the material.  The ability of students to form a historical narrative by 
teaching them historical understanding should be the aim of history education, and not 
 16 
 
the recollection of facts.  Exposing students to primary source documents forces them to 
evaluate conflicting sources and multiple interpretations to form reasoned judgments and 
interpretative narratives of history (Carlson, 2011). 
While a Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA), the state’s standardized 
test used in compliance with No Child Left Behind requirements, has not been created to 
measure student outcomes in social studies, the newly revised 2011 standards exhibit a 
heavy emphasis placed on objective learning over the development of analytical thinking 
skills.  While the 2004 Minnesota K-12 Academic Standards (Minnesota Department of 
Education, 2011) included benchmarks to be mastered in grades 7-12 in a banded format 
allowing for more freedom for curriculum formation at the district level, the newly 
revised standards include specific benchmarks attached to individual grades K-8.  
Benchmarks in grades 9-12 remain banded.   The middle grades, 4-8, have a designated 
lead discipline to guide the overall study.  This demonstrates an increase in momentum 
towards outcome-based learning by requiring specific fact, ideas, and concepts to be 
covered at each grade level. This focus on objective learning leaves little room for the 
historical interpretation that is at the core of historical thinking skills and the discipline of 
history.  Wineburg (2011) argues that this debate shadows the larger question of why 
should we study history in the first place.  To which he answers, that “history holds the 
potential, only partially realized, of humanizing us in ways offered by few other areas in 
the school curriculum (p 83).”  Historical inquiry pushes us to go beyond our 
understanding of our brief moment in time and appreciate the expanse of human history 
and the limitations of our own knowledge.  Through our awareness of the contradictions 
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that history presents, we gain a better understanding of otherness, which is crucial today 
where issues of diversity are dominant. 
 Primary source analysis can engage students in meaningful history learning 
experiences (Dutt-Doner, Cook-Cottone, & Allen, 2007).  Traditionally, textbooks have 
been used to guide learning in the history classroom.  Textbooks present a number of 
challenges to historical inquiry and the development of historical thinking skills.  
Wineburg (2011) identifies three problems that textbooks present: they eliminate places 
in the text where the author suggests judgment, emphasis, or uncertainty, evidence of 
how the textbook was compiled has been eliminated, and textbooks speak in the 
omniscient third person.   Textbook information is presented objectively as truth, 
presenting little need for analysis.  Primary sources, on the other hand, lend themselves to 
analysis, interpretation, controversy, judgment, and the discovery of bias.  Through their 
use, students are able to reach their own conclusions about the events of history and 
develop discipline-specific reading skills. 
Using Primary Source Documents to Develop Historical Thinking Skills 
Historical primary source documents are discipline specific texts that require the 
discipline specific comprehension and literacy skills.  For example, when students are 
analyzing a primary source text, they are considering the author and the presence of bias, 
the story being told, the purpose of the writing and its credibility.  The text is not 
accepted as truth, but rather as an interpretation that is open to analysis, judgment, and 
critique.  The student also has to consider their own bias and preexisting understanding of 
events.  It has been assumed that if students are able to develop basic literacy skills, later 
growth in literacy would evolve and be applied in multiple content areas.  While 
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developing these basic skills are important, the specific literacy skills developed in 
disciplines like history support the development of more advanced literacy ability 
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).   
Hoagland (2000) observed a disconnect between adult learners interest in history 
and that of his students.  He analyzed the ways that adult learners constructed knowledge 
about history through their own research of primary documents, movies, historians, and 
other sources.  In contrast, the teaching of history tends to be one of instruction of 
objective facts and memorization.  A constructivist approach to history rooted in the use 
of primary sources allows students to actively create knowledge, which is what students 
are able to do by interacting with primary sources (Shanahan & Shanahan 2008).   
Drake and Brown (2003) argue that systematically implementing primary 
document analysis will engage students in historical thinking and improve their 
knowledge and understanding of history.  Their systematic approach categorizes primary 
sources into three classes: first-order documents (those deemed essential by the teacher); 
second-order documents (those that challenge or support the position held in the first-
order document); and third order documents (those that students discover on their own).  
In using this approach, it is pertinent that the documents chosen clearly represent a 
historical theme.   
Other researchers have identified more positive aspects of classroom primary 
document analysis.  Primary documents can be used as tools in evaluating arguments of 
the past, leading to the development of decision-making skills (Swartz, 2008).  Through 
the use of primary source documents in the National History Day project, Kim & Olwell 
(2005) found that students gained a perspective of history that might have been missed in 
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traditional classroom instruction.  Similarly, Drake & Brown (2003) found that students 
construct meaning of the past and present through document analysis.  By relating 
documents to a specific theme of history, “teachers are engaging their students in the dual 
process of examining a particular document and simultaneously connecting that 
document within a larger context of historical understanding” (p. 472). 
Developing Critical Thinking Skills through Content Based Instruction in an EFL 
Classroom 
 Content-Based Instruction has become increasingly popular as a method of 
English language acquisition.   This approach attempts to teach language using it as a 
medium of instruction rather than the subject of learning.  Horn (2011) states that the use 
of Content Based Instruction in an EFL or ESL setting addresses the real world needs of 
learners. With an increasingly globalized education system, the learning of English has 
become increasingly relevant to students at multiple points in their academic careers.   
 In the past, English language instruction focused primarily on basic interpersonal 
communication skills (BICS), but with an increasing number of students seeking to study 
English in a more formal setting of academic study, an increasing emphasis has been 
placed on students acquiring what Cummins (1981, 1984) refers to as cognitive academic 
language proficiency in English for Academic Purposes.  Students have found a need for 
the use of English not only to study at institutions located within English speaking 
countries, but also to access the increasing amount of academic material published in 
English (Horn, 2011).   
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Using Content Based Language Instruction to Teach Thinking Processes 
 The goal of this study is to determine whether or not students within a content 
based EFL classroom can acquire historical thinking skills.  Content-Based Language 
Instruction allows students to contextualize language.  Linguists have recognized a close 
connection between language learning and thinking processes.  Davidson and Dunham 
(1997) complete a research study to determine whether Japanese students in a content 
based EFL setting could acquire critical thinking skills.  Using the Ennis-Weir Critical 
Thinking Essay Test, Davidson and Dunham found that students who took an English 
language seminar in critical thinking skills scored significantly higher on the test than 
students who did not complete the seminar.  This demonstrated that, “critical thinking 
skills can apparently be taught to some extent along with English as a foreign language 
and can, therefore, enhance a content-based course of study” (p. 53).  As already stated, 
historical thinking skills differ somewhat from critical thinking skills.  However, they are 
both higher-order thinking skills which require the student to use rational judgment, 
reason, analysis, and evaluation.   
Using Primary Sources to Construct Knowledge 
Primary sources require students to construct their own understanding of the 
documents and apply this understanding to the time and event being studied.  The two 
most prominent constructivism theorists are Piaget and Vygotsky.  For Piaget, learning 
was highly individualized and is centered around the student, not the instructor.  Learning 
took place when new information contradicted already held understandings, forcing the 
individual to re-evaluate his worldview, effectively constructing a new understanding 
(Bruner, 1997).  Presenting students with primary sources that contradict commonly held 
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assumptions can lead to this type of dissonance.  Vygotsky argued that knowledge was 
constructed socially (Bruner, 1997).  Knowledge is constructed through discussion and 
classroom activities.  Classroom analysis and discussion of a primary source would be an 
example of socially constructed knowledge. 
Lee (2002) notes that most of literature concerning use of primary resources in the 
classroom has focused primarily on constructed inquiry.  Students engage in the use of 
primary sources and the role of the teacher becomes more of a facilitator than one of 
direct instructor.  Students seek out meaning within the document, decide how to use it, 
and construct their own knowledge.  Belanger (2011) states that understanding history is 
an interpretive act and that the act of the historian is to create history. 
Assessment can be more challenging when using constructivist approaches to 
history compared to those that are objective, however it is essential to identifying student 
learning.  Teachers will likely have to put in additional time planning constructivist 
activities and finding adequate primary sources.  A constructionist approach to learning is 
also contradictory to the increasingly objective nature of the school environment today 
with its focus on standards and standardized testing.  This can especially be difficult in 
history where teachers are often required to cover a wide variety of material (Hoagland, 
2000).  
The Use of Digitized Primary Sources in the Classroom 
 Lee (2002) explains how the World Wide Web and new technology has 
revolutionized many aspects of education, and especially the study of history.  Since its 
development in the early 1990’s millions of historical documents have been made 
available in digitized format.  These documents have been made available to students of 
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all ages and in all locations.  Lee notes, “By shifting the focus from the teacher to the 
learner, web-based digital historical re- sources empower students to construct a more 
personal understanding of history” (2002, p.504).   Primary sources have always been 
used by K-12 history educators, but through the internet, these sources are now more 
readily available and available in much larger numbers.  The quality and breadth of 
available sources has also increased since the early 1990s.   
  Digitized primary sources may include historical texts, narratives, or artifacts 
presented in a format easily accessed on the internet.  Many electronic collections exist 
and there are few barriers to publication, so teachers and students need to be diligent in 
evaluating the credibility of sources.  Quality primary source documents can be found in 
the electronic databases of the United State Library of Congress, many Universities, and 
historical societies.  Many collections also offer teachers guides on how to best utilized 
documents within their classroom.  These digitized primary sources also offer many 
research possibilities for students. 
Lee notes that digitized primary sources differ from traditional primary sources in 
a number of ways: they are more accessible, they encourage increased archival activity, 
they promote the development of social networks, they are easier to manipulate, they are 
searchable, they are more flexible and they include an organizational strategy related to 
the content of the collection (2002, p. 508).  Before the internet, the use of primary 
sources was limited to those the instructor had on hand or could obtain through 
curriculum materials or the nearby historical collections of libraries and museums.  
Digitized primary sources are portable and can be manipulated more easily by teachers 
and students.  The “searchability” of digital collection databases, as well as the 
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documents themselves, allows students to easily locate meaningful information within the 
text.  Using sources in their digitized format may also help to keep students’ interest and 
focus.  The flexibility of digitized documents makes it easier for students to manipulate 
and construct meaning (Lee, 2002). 
Barriers to Using Primary Source Documents and How to Overcome Them 
While primary source document analysis can help foster historical thinking skills, 
it can also create difficulties for educators who try to use primary source documents as an 
instructional tool.  These difficulties are more prominent when using these methods with 
younger secondary students.  In a study conducted by Dutt-Doner et al. (2007), fifth 
grade students had a more difficult time analyzing primary source documents than 
seventh grade students.  The researchers noted significant differences in “level and use of 
background knowledge, image analysis skills, and quite possibly, written document 
analysis skills” (2007, p. 16).  To improve instructional outcomes teachers should prepare 
students with sufficient background information and model the process of analysis.  
 Students may struggle with primary source documents because they have not 
developed the necessary cognitive skills required to properly conduct an accurate 
historical analysis.  Furthermore, they are also working with a limited knowledge base 
and may not understand how to properly apply the knowledge that they have acquired.  
Adolescents have an unsophisticated understanding of the world and what it means to 
study history (Nokes, 2011).  However, Nokes argues that, with proper instructional 
methods, teachers can overcome these barriers to using primary source documents.  He 
advocates the use of reading strategies, scaffolding, enriching background knowledge 
through the use of other sources, promoting historical empathy, and using non-traditional 
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teaching methods.  He states that “the simplest instructional intervention is to choose 
texts that are easy to comprehend…that are written at or below students’ reading level” 
(p. 384). 
It is critical to prepare pre-service teachers to use primary documents in order for 
them to develop historical thinking skills of their own.  In Mayer’s 2006 study, he found 
a correlation between the teacher’s historical understanding and experiences and the 
instructional methods that were used.  Therefore, Mayer argues that historical thinking 
and analysis should be integrated into teacher education programs.  When working with 
pre-service teachers, Brown (2009) emphasizes using primary documents to help students 
form relationships between content and historical thinking skills through an activity 
called the History Circle.  In this activity, stations are created to investigate primary and 
secondary documents.  The objective of the History Circle is for pre-service teachers to 
“focus on five areas in the creation of each station: historical thinking, the use of habits of 
mind, vital themes and narratives, objectives, and content standards” (p. 192). 
Belanger (2011) found that introducing methods of analyzing, choosing, and 
teaching primary source documents to pre-service teachers was not enough in instructing 
them on how to teach historical thinking.  She found that by pairing primary and 
secondary sources with readings on teaching methodology, students were able to grasp a 
sense of how to teach historical thinking skills.  The inclusion of analyzing teaching 
methodology also gave pre-service teachers a better understanding of how to critique 
lesson that they created.    Pre-service teachers were required to think like historians in 
their lesson plans by developing questions, gathering information on historical context, 
developing protocols of relevance and reliability, and closely analyzing primary-source 
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texts.  Students in her undergraduate course were also required to justify the choice of 
primary and secondary sources they chose to use in the lessons they created.  This made 
them more aware of the advantages, as well as the disadvantages that primary sources 
present.  This reflection required students to use theory in support of their choices 
allowing them to better understand the connections between doing history and teaching 
history. 
 Using Scaffolding as a Technique to Introduce Students to Primary Source 
Documents 
 Horn (2011) argues that good Content-Based Instruction should ‘make use of a 
wide range of visual support and graphic organizers to scaffold content and language 
learning.”  This allows students to effectively organize information and build language 
skills.  This is especially important when language is contextualized as it is in Content 
Based Instruction.   
  Foster (2011) suggests that in order to help students better understand and 
interpret historical texts, instructors should use scaffolding methods.  She used 
scaffolding more as a method to increase student’s confidence in reading more 
challenging primary documents and to make them more desirable to read, rather than to 
help students interpret difficult vocabulary that may be found in the text.  Her scaffolding 
methods including choosing a text that was of interest to students, gradually increasing 
the complexity and length of the text, begin with the instructor reading aloud to the 
students before students read the texts independently, and limit what students are 
expected to do with the text, while continuing to support their interpretation and 
understanding (Foster, 2011).   
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When implementing this procedure, Foster (2011) found that students interacted 
with the texts in a number of different ways.  Students were engaged when using 
synthesizing new and existing information, substituting new ideas for existing ones, 
critically evaluating and rejecting new knowledge, and developing new ideas alongside 
those already existing.  Students actively constructed knowledge through reading and 
interpreting primary source documents.  However, she found that there were differences 
between how the students and mature readers read and interpreted historical texts.  She 
hypothesizes that at some point readers progress from reading for knowledge to 
interpretive reading, but that the younger students she worked with, students in middle 
school, had yet to make the complete transition. She also found that students 
“understanding of the meaning of ‘argument,’ being grounded in their existing 
disciplinary understandings, seemed to differ markedly to the meaning of argument 
mature historical readers operate with” (p. 142).  This suggests that teachers need to focus 
more attention on the process in which historical consciousness is developed. 
 When introducing and implementing skills in the classroom, Beyer (2008) 
outlines four systematic guidelines that teachers should use: teach thinking skill 
procedures, rules, and information; make these skill procedures, rules, and information 
explicit, introduce each new skill in a lesson focusing on that skill, and guide and support 
continuing skill practice.  These guidelines apply when using any historical thinking skill.  
Scaffolding, as he, explains, “Provides support and procedural structuring for student 
application of a thinking skill” (p. 198) By practicing the step-by-step procedures of skill 
with adequate support, students “internalize a more functional or expert thinking 
procedure than they might otherwise adopt without such structured guidance, while they 
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simultaneously apply the skill to the subject matter at hand” (p. 198-199).  Beyer gives 
explains three types of scaffolding devices: a procedural checklist, process-structured 
questions, and graphic organizers, which can all guide a student through the process of 
applying historical thinking skills to primary source documents.  He also asserts that it is 
important that teachers are proficient in the skills that they are teaching.  If teachers use 
direct instruction to teach thinking skills, he argues, academic success can be achieved. 
Summary 
The use of primary sources in Content Based Instruction in English as a Foreign 
Language provides additional barriers for students, but also allows for an increased 
opportunity for students to contextualize language in an academic setting and to develop 
educational skills beyond language acquisition.  Horn (2011) states that successful CBI 
language classes “engage students in a process of gathering information, processing that 
information, and reporting on what they have learned.”  He also advocates the use of 
scaffolding content and using culminating activities that require students to synthesize 
new information and display it in a creative and personally meaningful way.  This allows 
teachers and students to naturally integrate language skills into the learning process and 
promotes assessment that supports student learning. 
A challenge that is inherently present in the critical analysis of history is that we 
cannot remove our own worldview from our reconstruction of the past.  Wineburg (2011) 
argues that in order to analyze the past, we must navigate between what is familiar and 
that that is distant.  A problem that is presented when analyzing primary sources is that 
our existing beliefs can obscure how we interpret new information.  New information is 
interpreted to conform with what we already know.  Historical philosopher R.G. 
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Collingswood argued that in order to understand history, we had to see history through 
those who had experienced it.  Contemporary historians acknowledge that this position 
neglects to take into consideration the differences in societies and worldviews of the past.  
This conundrum inherent in historical thinking is difficult for mature academic historians 
to reconcile, presenting an even greater challenge to secondary students.  Wineburg 
continues this argument by calling historical thinking an unnatural act that must be 
learned.  Thinking in the present is not a bad habit, but rather a psychological condition 
that requires effort to overcome.  By introducing students to multiple interpretations of 
history, which can be facilitated with the use of primary sources, students are able to 
learn to think for themselves, an essential skill in a changing world. 
This literature review has addressed the benefits and potential barriers to 
implementing primary source document analysis in the secondary social studies 
classroom.  As the research has shown, primary sources can be used as teaching tools to 
foster historical thinking skills if they are implemented correctly.  Students must be 
prepared with the appropriate background knowledge before documents are introduced.  
Additionally, students must receive multiple opportunities to improve their historical 
analysis skills.  Primary documents engage students in active and meaningful learning 
experiences.  In order to help students achieve these skills, teachers must also be 
instructed in historical thinking and primary document analysis.  Through historical 
analysis, students can construct meaning and make connections between the past and the 
present.  Though this may be challenging for an adolescent student, it leads to the 
development of important critical thinking and decision-making skills. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
Introduction 
 This study followed a case study methodology.  Data was gathered in two 
classrooms over the duration of the History Day project.  Students were voluntary 
participants in the study and must obtain parental permission.  The project was required 
as part of the course curriculum and not in addition to the course.  In conducting this 
study, the researcher was also the instructing teacher.  This presents potential bias in that 
I am involved in the process rather than an outside observer. In order to avoid this bias, 
student work and projects were strictly assessed based on the definitions of historical 
thinking skills provided. 
Integrating History Day into the Classroom/Curriculum  
Scaffolding techniques were used in order to prepare students for using primary 
sources with the National History Day Project.  Lessons were developed to introduce the 
concept of different types of sources and method of using such sources.  Students were 
instructed in how to investigate these sources using graphic organizers.  Project outlines 
and graphic organizers were used to assist the students in choosing a topic in accordance 
with the annual theme, developing their thesis argument, an important aspect of the 
National History Day project curriculum, and in completing their final project. 
Assessment Tools 
The following is a description of all of the tools that were used to assess student 
understanding of the study of history and the development of historical thinking skills. 
Each of these worksheets and graphic organizers helped the student in building their 
research into a final project.  It helped the students to understand the study of history as a 
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process.  The application of different aspects of historical thinking skills were necessary 
when completing each part of the research process.  Using these varied assessments 
allowed the researcher to determine the historical thinking ability of the students and in 
which areas they showed strengths and weaknesses.  
Initial Survey Questions (Appendix A). 
The introductory survey given before the project was introduced was designed to 
determine how students have learned history in the past and their understanding of and 
attitude toward the study of history.  The questions were open response, allowing the 
student to give a more comprehensive picture of their experiences within the history 
classroom.  The survey was also used to draw comparisons to their past experiences in 
Chinese learning environments. 
Topic Worksheet (Appendix B). 
The topic worksheet graphic organizer was designed to allow students to explore 
possible topics in their areas of interest. The worksheet assignment required the student to 
choose 2-3 areas of interest and 3 possible study topics within each area.  There are two 
columns for each possible topic allowing the student to describe the topic and to explain 
how the topic fits into the annual theme: Turning Points in History.  This worksheet 
helped to guide the student in their initial research and in selecting a topic.  Once they 
had completed this worksheet, the student were required to choose a topic by submitting 
a 1-2 paragraph written explanation of their topic, why they chose it, and how it fits the 
annual theme.  This writing submission eventually became the first part of the process 
paper, a required component of the final project. 
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Source Worksheet (Appendix C). 
The source worksheet assisted students in analyzing sources and recording 
information.  It asked the students questions about the source.  This worksheet helped to 
guide the student in their research.  The student used one of these worksheets for each 
source, primary or secondary, that they used in the course of researching their topic.  The 
primary sources used by the student in the research process were documented on the 
source worksheet.  Through these worksheets, the student was able to integrate the 
primary sources into their final project.  Students were required to distinguish between 
primary and secondary sources on the worksheet.  As a requirement, students had to seek 
out at least three primary sources in their research and complete the source worksheet 
accordingly.  The source worksheet acted as a scaffolding tool to guide the students in 
questioning the documents they uncovered in their research.  It focused their analysis on 
the relevant information and promoted their historical thinking skills by asking students 
to evaluate and draw conclusions about the primary sources they used. 
Thesis Development Worksheet (Appendix D). 
The thesis development worksheet and graphic organizer for the project layout resources 
were obtained through the National History Day in Minnesota organization, which is 
sponsored by the Minnesota Historical Society and the University of Minnesota 
Department of History.   
This worksheet helped the students to create a thesis statement that not only 
summarized their project, but also stated their position on the significance of their topic 
to the theme and to history.  The worksheet is organized in way that allowed the student 
to first record the important information regarding the who, what, when, where, and why 
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of their topic before combining it into one summative statement.  The thesis statement 
helped students to clarify their primary position on their topic and to guide and organize 
their research.  This worksheet was completed by students following their initial research 
of the topic and before they began composing any writing for their topic.   
Graphic Organizer for Project Layout (Appendix E). 
This tool was designed to help students organize their information and plan for 
their final project.  It included important categories for students to consider when writing 
for their final project.  The categories included: title, background, build-up, thesis, main 
event, short-term impact, and historical significance.  One side of the worksheet 
contained a more detailed explanation of each section.  The opposite side was a blank 
copy of the graphic organizer that allowed students to complete each section as it related 
to their topic.  This planning worksheet was used once research was complete and the 
thesis statement had been written.  This helped students to begin the writing process by 
deciding what information they would use and how they would present their final exhibit.   
Final Exhibit (Appendix F). 
The final exhibit had to follow the official National History Day rules and 
regulations for exhibits.  Students were limited in size and could only use 500 of their 
own original words to cover their topic.  It is through the final exhibit that students 
presented their topic and were judged on in the school wide competition.  Students had to 
present concise, yet detailed information that covered their topic and related it to the 
theme of ‘Turning Points in History.’  The student’s use of historical thinking skills was 
evident in the composition and presentation of their final exhibit. 
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Process Paper. 
The process paper required students to compose a written explanation of their 
research process from topic selection to the completion of their exhibit.  For this project, 
the process paper contained three distinct parts coinciding with the major steps of the 
research process: topic selection, researching sources for the topic, and composing the 
final exhibit.  In their paper, the students explained how they accomplished each of these 
tasks.  This paper is important because it allowed the student to describe their 
understanding of the research process.  It was used to determine if the student was able to 
explain their use of historical thinking skills to guide and to derive meaning from their 
research. 
Exit Survey (Appendix G). 
An exit survey was used to allow students to reflect upon their learning and 
measure students’ attitudes toward the use of primary sources and the history day project. 
This survey was administered to all students who completed a project in the two classes 
used in this study.  The survey contained open-ended questions to allow for students to 
detail their experiences in their research and in composing their final project. 
Criteria for Choosing Individual Student’s Work 
 The anticipation survey and the exit survey were given to all 33 students in the 
two American history classes participating in the history day project.  Further analysis of 
the development of historical thinking skills was done using work gathered from three 
student groups composed of 5 total students.  These students were chosen for their work 
ethic, detailed work, inquisitive nature, and English proficiency.  These three groups were 
chosen because they are responsible students who have a record of completing 
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assignments on time and according to directions.  All of the chosen groups completed all 
of the required parts of the history day project.  The topics researched by these groups 
also comply with the annual theme of the history day project, ‘Turning Points in History.’  
The final projects completed by these students also meet the rules for competing in 
history day. 
 These students were also chosen for the skills they have exhibited as students and 
English learners over the course of the school year in progress as observed by their 
teacher, the author of this study.  These students have shown to be highly dedicated to 
their studies.  The five chosen students’ English abilities range from intermediate to 
advanced.  They are able to communicate effectively both orally and in writing.  Each 
student has also shown to be proficient in reading comprehension.  These basic skills are 
essential when considering the need for reading and writing involved in the task of 
researching and composing a history day project.  These students have also demonstrated 
a willingness to participate and embrace the western style instruction in daily class 
activities. 
 In order to preserve the integrity of student work, all statements are direct quotes 
from the students’ writing.  Student grammatical and vocabulary errors have only been 
changed when it is necessary to ensure understanding by the reader. Any modifications to 
student work are marked by the use of parenthesis.   
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The following is a description of the three groups that will be considered in this 
study: 
Project #1: The Torpedo War 
This project was completed by two students, Angie and Tony.* Their chosen topic was 
the sinking of the Lusitania, an event that precipitated the entry of the United States in 
World War I.   
Project #2: The Atomic Bomb 
This project was completed by Charles and Bill*.  They chose to research the creation 
and use of the atomic bomb at the end of World War II. 
Project #3: Apollo 11 
Unlike the other projects chosen for this study, this student worked independently.  Ken* 
researched the Apollo 11 mission that brought the first man to the moon. 
*All names have been changed to protect student identities.  
Assessment of Historical Thinking Skills 
Assessment of student work and understandings was done throughout the project, 
with primary attention given to their final product.  The scaffolding lessons and graphic 
organizers used to introduce and assist students in the use of primary sources in their 
research provided insight into the development of historical thinking skills from the 
introduction of the assignment to the final project.  The demonstration of historical 
thinking skills exhibited in student work was assessed based on the following criteria of 
historical thinking skills as defined by the National Center for History in the Schools: 
chronological thinking, historical comprehension, historical analysis and interpretation, 
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historical research capabilities, and historical issues-analysis and decision-making 
(National Center for History in the Schools, 2011) 
It is important to note that the following categories are not mutually exclusive, but 
are interactive and work in conjunction with one another.  Students draw upon all five 
skills when conducting their research.  The assessments within the History Day project 
have been identified based on which area of the historical research process each skill 
becomes more relevant.  Because each category is mutually supportive, more than one 
skill may be identified in an assessment.  It is also important to note that these skills only 
become relevant when applied the historical content being investigated.  To become 
capable historical researchers, students must develop and demonstrate proficiency in each 
of the categories of historical thinking skills that follows. 
Chronological Thinking (CT). 
This skill was measured in the student’s organization of their exhibit.  The student 
accurately analyzed and displayed information to show a clear understanding of the 
development of the issue from its origins through its impact.   
Historical Comprehension (HC). 
This skill was measured in the student’s analysis of individual primary sources 
and secondary source historical narratives, as well as in the student’s own historical 
narrative developed for the construction of the final exhibit.  Individual source 
interpretation graphic organizers and the written interpretive narrative of the final exhibit 
showed the student’s development of a historical perspective, imaginative narrative 
recreation of the past, and an understanding of the historical context of the event being 
studied.  
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Historical Analysis and Interpretation (HA&I). 
This skill was assessed in the student’s analysis and interpretation of sources in 
their source graphic organizers and in the thesis statement and narrative constructed for 
their final exhibit.  The graphic organizers required students to identify and evaluate the 
competing and supporting historical interpretations discovered in their research.  
Conducting research required students to consider multiple perspectives of their topic.  
Students analyzed and interpreted causal relationships in the construction of their own 
historical narrative for their final exhibit, which was reflected in the development of their 
thesis statement and in the overall presentation of their exhibit. 
Historical Research Capabilities (HR). 
Student assessment of HRC was conducted using the topic research graphic 
organizer, source evaluation graphic organizer, and in the process paper.  The initial 
research the student conducted in order to find a topic related to the theme required that 
the student develop historical questions to guide their research.  The gathering of sources 
through different forms of media, the evaluation and assessment of these sources, as well 
as the collection of historical evidence to support their thesis argument showed that the 
student possess the skills of historical research.  The process paper, which detailed the 
student’s research steps from his or her point of view, offered valuable insight into the 
student’s individual understanding of the research process and the steps they took to 
construct a complete interpretive historical narrative. 
Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making (HI). 
Student assessment of HI was conducted using the topic research graphic 
organizer, source analysis graphic organizer, the thesis development worksheet, and in 
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the construction of the final narrative.  The topic research demonstrated the student’s 
ability to identify the problems of the past.  The thesis statement demonstrated that the 
student is able to formulate a position on the issue being studied.  In order to support this 
position, students identified relevant historical antecedents through their research, which 
they recorded on their source analysis graphic organizer.  Finally, students evaluated the 
issue and the decisions made in their historical narrative of their final project.  Here, they 
explored and evaluated the chosen course of action, alternatives, and consequences of 
their topic and its implications for those involved and for today.   
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Chapter Four: Results and Discussion 
 
Anticipation Survey Results 
 The purpose of the anticipation survey given before the students begin the history 
project was to better understand their attitudes toward history and history instruction and 
their previous experiences within the history classroom, more specifically, the Chinese 
history classroom.  Thirty-three students within the two American history classrooms in 
the international program participated in taking the survey.  The questions asked were 
open-ended, allowing for students to elaborate on their attitudes and experiences. 
 Of the students completing the survey, 60% responded positively to the questions 
asking if they enjoyed studying history, 30% responded negatively, and 10% gave a 
neutral response.  To gain a more specific understanding of what students like and 
disliked about their experience studying history, the students were asked to list their 
favorite and least favorite aspects of studying history.  The responses regarding the 
students’ favorite aspect of study can be divided into three major categories of responses 
from most frequently cited to least: studying specific time periods, events, or subjects 
such as the Civil War or American government (16 students), reading or hearing the 
stories of history (6 students), and working in study groups (5 students).  Other less 
frequent responses included searching for information and viewing PowerPoint 
presentations in class.  Of the least favorite activities involved in studying history, 
students responses were grouped into the following categories according to frequency: 
studying specific time periods, events, or subjects (10 students), memorizing facts, 
names, and/or dates (7 students), and reading in textbooks (3 Student).  Some students 
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did not include examples of either their favorite or least favorite activity in studying 
history. 
 In the survey, students were asked to describe their experiences learning history in 
the Chinese classroom.  One student’s description represents a common theme among 
responses, “Just (the) teacher tell us, and we remember the things that (the) book said, 
then test every month. We just remember and remember, I think that’s boring.”  Eighteen 
students describe a similar situation.  One student response states simply, “The teacher 
say, the student listen.” Many students describe their experience in the Chinese classroom 
as being primarily teacher-centered lecture followed by assigned book readings, with the 
primary act of study to master the information through memorization and test based 
assessments. This response emphasizes the Chinese model of learning. 
 Students were asked to explain how historians study history in order to determine 
if students perceive a disconnect between the act of studying history in the classroom and 
the career academic pursuits of trained historians.  While student responses were 
somewhat vague on this question, the prevalent acts the historian uses to study history 
were overwhelmingly listed as research and reading.  Nine students alluded to the 
historians’ use of primary sources in their work, through none of them used this term.  
They referred to them as relics, archaeological studies, old things, and stories from people 
who lived in the time being studied.  While they recognize the place of primary sources 
in the professional study of history, these students do not relate these acts with what they 
have experienced as students of history. 
 When asked what skills students need to study history, eight students listed 
memorization or having a good memory as important for students to have.  This 
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disconnect demonstrates the emphasis of history instruction on the mastery of 
information through memorization. 
 As a closing question, students were asked what teachers could do to make the 
study of history more interesting.  Some students (7) reflected a desire for the teacher to 
help them master more of the coursework by incorporating more of the Chinese language 
in instruction.  The courses in the international program of study are complete immersion 
classrooms taught in English.  While there is some Chinese used in the classroom, its use 
in instruction is usually limited to specific vocabulary words and assignment directions.  
A number of students responded that they would like the teacher to use more visually 
stimulating and entertaining methods of instruction.  Twenty students responded that 
history instruction should include more movies and/or games in the classroom.  I think 
this represents the teenagers’ desire for constant entertainment, and while this may be a 
more attractive enjoyable method of instruction to youth, I am not sure it would qualify 
as the best way to foster historical thinking skills in students.  One student response 
reflects the aim of the History Day Project and ultimately this study by asking the teacher 
to, “Maybe do more project on the history.  So that we can get ourselves in the history (of 
the) time.” 
Analysis of Historical Thinking Skills in Student Work 
Chronological Thinking. 
Overall, the exhibit organization worksheet was helpful to students when 
considering the order of events surrounding their topic.  This graphic organizer acted as a 
scaffolding instrument bridging the gap between the information the students found and 
the final organization of their exhibit.  With clear headings (background, build-up, main 
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event, short term impact, and historical significance) and descriptions of each section, the 
students were able to chronologically display the events concerning their topic.    
One common mistake made by the students was to use the background section of 
the exhibit organizer to summarize their topic rather than place the event into the context 
of the time period of study.  Students also had difficulty incorporating specific dates of 
events into their exhibit.  Chronological thinking was primarily exhibited by students 
through their description of the causes and effects of events.  For example, Angie and 
Tony linked the sinking of the Lusitania to a shift in American public opinion and 
eventual American entry into World War I.  This organization demonstrates the students’ 
understanding of a succession of events.  However, the students did not give information 
regarding the time between these events.  The only information regarding time that Ken 
presented in his organization worksheet was an irrelevant date of birth of one of the 
individuals involved in the event. 
Charles and Bill demonstrated the highest degree of chronological thinking in 
their exhibit organization.  Not only did they successfully organize the succession of 
events surrounding their topic, they also included within their description of events 
relevant dates.  This inclusion of references of specific timing of events allows their 
narrative to have a clear chronological foundation.  The succession of events is clear to 
the viewer and it shows that the students understand time and duration, as well as past, 
present, and future implications of events.  
Historical Comprehension. 
In their final narrative, Charles and Bill were able to place the development of the 
atomic bomb within the context of World War II.  Their narrative describes the notice 
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that Albert Einstein gave informing the Americans of the German intention of creating a 
similar super weapon.   The original letter from Einstein to President Roosevelt was used 
by the students in their research of the topic.  In their source worksheet, they 
acknowledged its importance in persuading Roosevelt to order the development of an 
atomic bomb.   
The students also gave a descriptive account of the dropping of the atomic bomb 
on the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
“The atomic bomb exploded at 600 meters high on the lips of the ground, 
immediately issued a dizzying strong flash(.) Then the center of the Hiroshima city have 
a deafening explosion.  Suddenly, the city rolled up a huge mushroom cloud.  Hiroshima 
immediately reduced to the scorching heat of the flames” (Student documents 2013) 
While the students were able to capture the tension leading to the development of 
the atomic bomb, they struggled to describe the effects of the use on the bomb on the 
people of Japan.  They chronicled the emotional effects the development and use of the 
bomb had on Robert Oppenheimer, but they were unable to create an adequate narrative 
from the perspective of those affected by the bomb.  They exhibit a present-mindedness 
in that the bomb was created as a symbol of power than in a defensive and preemptive 
manner of warfare. 
 In conducting research and in constructing his final project on the Apollo 11 
moon landing, Ken was able to tell create a narrative that described the event by placing 
it in the context of the lives of the individual men and the development of technology that 
made the moon landing possible: “60 years ago, United States start a project about 
universe explor(ation). The Apollo 11 is one of the projects.  It let Neil Armstrong 
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bec(o)me the first person who first landing in other planet. This project is very difficult.  
Choos(ing) the landing place is very complicated.”.  However, he overlooked the 
important political, international, and social context of the time that dramatically 
influenced the space race and subsequent moon landing. 
Historical Analysis and Interpretation. 
 Historical analysis and interpretation requires students to go beyond the simple 
statement of facts by creating a narrative supported by historical evidence.  Through this 
process, students recognize the possibility that there may not be a single answer to a 
question, but multiple interpretations.  For Chinese students who are educated in a system 
that values certainty and singular correct answers, the analysis and interpretation task of 
historical thinking skills is difficult to grasp.  The students in this study struggled to look 
past the statement of facts to create an interpretive story of the past. 
 Charles and Bill’s project on the use of the atomic bomb is one that is ripe for 
analysis and interpretation.  There are many perspectives from which to approach the 
topic.  In their research, the students discovered a number of primary sources from Robert 
Oppenheimer, Harry Truman, and Albert Einstein.  These sources focus on the 
development and motivations to use the bomb.  These sources are ripe for interpretation 
and could be viewed differently by the individual conducting research.  While Charles 
and Bill did some interpretation and analysis in their source worksheets, they primarily 
focused on stating the facts surrounding the event to create their final narrative for their 
project.  The analysis and interpretations that they completed on their source worksheets 
dealt with the American reactions to the use of the bomb: “American(s) are very happy 
(be)cause of atomic bomb attack.  They believe the war was going to win soon.”   
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 In their final narrative, the students focus their attention on identifying the 
important individuals involved in the development of the bomb, the events leading up to 
the use of the bomb, important dates surrounding the event, and the important facts about 
the dropping of the bomb such as the cities, names of the plane and bombs, and the 
number of dead.  The students failed to interpret and analyze the decision to use the bomb 
and its consequences.  Charles and Bill did however recognize the controversy and 
ethical dilemma faced by those involved in the bomb’s creation and use.  They included 
this aspect of the event in their final project in the form of direct quotations from 
Oppenheimer, Truman, and others.  This demonstrates that the students were able to 
identify that there were a number of different perspectives surrounding the event; 
however they struggled to transform this information into their own unique interpretation 
of the event. 
 The failure of Ken to identify the broader context of the moon landing also 
demonstrates that students’ difficulty to interpret and analyze the events being studied in 
greater detail.  In their final narrative, Angie and Tony created what read like a play by 
play account of the sinking of the Lusitania.  They related the event to a “radical shift in 
public opinion in the United States,” stating its importance in drawing the US into World 
War I, but they failed to go deeper than this general statement.  The students had a 
tendency to focus on the basic elements of the event rather than expanding their 
understanding through the process of interpretation and analysis.   
Historical Research Capabilities. 
 Students used the Topic Worksheet to conduct initial research necessary in 
choosing a final topic to investigate further for the History Day project.  On the 
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worksheet, the students chose an area of interest and three possible events within that 
area of interest that could serve as possible research topics.  They then gave a brief 
description of the event and what made it a ‘Turning Point in History.’  This worksheet 
proved effective in helping students to understand the theme and to relate it to areas of 
study that they were interested in.  Interestingly, only one of the students, Ken, chose a 
final topic that they explored in their initial topic research. The initial research process 
demonstrated that students were able to find information on possible topics and to 
discover how the topics related to the annual theme.  All students were able to do this 
effectively and efficiently.  While the students were not required to use primary sources 
in the process of finding a topic to study, this initial research demonstrated their ability to 
find information through electronic sources.   
 In researching their chosen topic, students were required to use primary source 
documents primarily found through the internet.  Students identified each of their sources 
on a source worksheet graphic organizer.  The primary source of choice for a number of 
students was in the form of pictures.  For students who are learning English, this makes 
sense. In using pictures, they avoid the possible hurdle of reading and interpreting the 
language.  Pictures were used in the process of introducing students to the interpretation 
of primary sources as a scaffolding technique.  Within the classroom, the students were 
familiar with the use of pictures to interpret historical events.  However, students did not 
limit their primary source research to pictures, which demonstrates developing historical 
research capabilities.  Charles and Bill used a number of written correspondences 
between individuals surrounding the development of the atomic bomb.  Ken used 
transcripts of radio communications, videos, and a number of recorded spoken quotes of 
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the men aboard Apollo 11.  Angie and Tony used international declarations made by the 
Germans and the British, as well as newspaper articles reporting the details of the sinking 
of the Lusitania and other events of World War I.   The students demonstrated that they 
were able to not only find primary sources in conducting their research, but they were 
also able to distinguish between primary and secondary sources.   
Within their process paper, the students described their research process. 
 Angie and Tony: “We use(d) the interned to do our research.  Like Google the “The 
Sinking of Lusitania” or sometimes add primary source.  And there are several newspaper 
about the Lusitania. So we use that source on our poster.” 
Charles and Bill: “ We search many sources about atomic bomb, for example Manhattan 
Project.  It’s a secondary source and tells us what happen(ed); who join in and where is it, 
etc.  We also search some primary sources about exploding in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  
Newspapers in that time record the situation that these cit(ies) have been bombed.  There 
are picture and voice about it.” 
Ken: “I also get some primary sources from the people who know this project well.  
Many primary source is wrote by Neil Armstrong’s friends or Apollo 11 project 
member(s).” 
 The History Day project encourages the use of primary and secondary sources in 
student research.  This emphasis helps students to develop historical research capabilities 
successfully.  The students’ source worksheets and description of their research shows 
that the students have begun to employ these skills and can use these foundations to 
further develop their historical research capabilities. 
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Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making. 
 The historical issues-analysis and decision-making aspect of historical thinking 
skills requires students to identify the problems of the past and all of the individuals and 
events involved in the situation.  It requires students to evaluate the motives, decisions, 
and outcomes involved in making decisions. All three groups involved in this study chose 
topics involving important decisions that changed the course of history: the sinking of the 
Lusitania, which influenced the decision of the US to join World War I; the decision to 
develop and use the atomic bomb on Japan to draw the conflict in the Pacific during 
World War II to a close; and the decision to attempt a moon landing, the ultimate prize in 
the space race. 
 All three groups struggled with the historical thinking skill of historical issues-
analysis and decision-making.  The individuals involved in these historical events were 
faced with dilemmas.  The development and use of the atomic bomb presented Charles 
and Bill with an ethical dilemma that posed enormous consequences for the individuals 
involved and human society both past and present.  Charles and Bill limited their 
exploration into this dilemma by focusing on accounts given by Robert Oppenheimer and 
President Truman after the use of the weapon.  While they did attempt to include the 
decision-making process in their final narrative, they did so with direct quotations from 
primary sources rather than completing their own analysis of the issue.   
Another aspect of the historical issues-analysis and decision asks students to make 
judgments of the moral conduct of the historical actors to better understand the values 
influencing their decisions.  All three groups failed to explore the values held by the 
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historical individuals and to judge the decisions they ultimately made.  The students also 
struggled to consider the costs and benefits of the decisions made.   
 When exploring the consequences of the historical events being studied, the 
students had some assistance with the design of the History Day project.  The annual 
theme of ‘Turning Points in History’ contains a built-in evaluation of the consequences of 
the event being study.  In explaining why their topic is a turning point in history, students 
are evaluating the consequences of the event or decision being made.  The students 
demonstrated a basic understanding of this concept, but failed to elaborate on the short 
term and long term consequences of the event or decision.  Angie and Tony describe the 
sinking of the Lusitania as a reason for the US involvement in World War I, but do not 
explain the implications of the American involvement in the war on society or how it 
changed the course of the conflict.  Charles and Bill attribute the hastened end of World 
War II to use of the atomic bomb.  They also state that the use of the bomb marks the 
beginning of the nuclear age.  They explore the ethical and political effects of the use of 
atomic bomb in direct quotations from sources, but not in their own writings.  Ken 
explains that the moon landing of Apollo 11 is a turning point in technology and space 
exploration, however he does not explain its effects on politics or the human race. 
Final Survey Results 
 Upon completing the History Day project, all students participating in the study 
(n=33) were given an exit survey to assess their experience and attitudes toward the 
project and the study of history. When asked whether or not the students enjoyed the 
history day project, 20 students responded favorably and 13 students gave an indifferent 
response.  No students reported disliking the History Day project.  The students were then 
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asked to list their favorite and least favorite aspect of the History Day project.  For the 
majority of students (16) creating the poster and final narrative was their favorite part, 
followed by the research process (11), the interviewing and judging done by other 
teachers (5), working in a group (2), and the writing for the final narrative (1).  For most 
of the students, their least favorite component of the project was the writing for the final 
narrative (13).  Students also listed the following as their least favorite aspects of the 
project: the research process (9), the interviewing and judging by other teachers (4), the 
assembly of the poster (3), and finding direct quotations (1).  Three students reported they 
enjoyed all aspects of the project. 
 In the survey, the students were asked to explain how the History Day project was 
different from other ways they had studied history.  Most students stated that the History 
Day project offered them an opportunity for independent learning that they do not often 
get when studying history in a traditional classroom.  One student wrote: “It’s let us [sic] 
work more.  Because all the things we know about our topic is all come from our own 
research.  It makes us learn more.  I learned how to find the information and using the 
sources.  Because I can also use that skill on other projects.”  The project helped her to 
develop historical research capabilities, a historical thinking skill that was targeted by this 
study, which is a transferrable skill that can be employed in later studies in history.  The 
independent research required by the History Day project creates a student centered 
learning environment that allows students to construct knowledge based on their 
interpretations of their findings.  This is in contrast to a teacher centered approach of 
lecturing and the memorization of facts traditionally observed in the Chinese classroom.  
Students also found that the project was more interesting than traditional learning 
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methods (6) and different because they were able to choose their own topic to research 
(4). 
 When asked whether or not future students should be required to complete the 
History Day project, all students responded positively.  The primary reason given for 
recommending this project for other students was to encourage them learn more and to 
help them in studying history (23).  One student responded that the History Day project, 
“…can help you to open your mind and can learn more things that can not learn from the 
text book.”  Demonstrating that the project offers students a more authentic and hands-on 
learning experience, requiring a number of skills to complete.   
 The final survey question asked students to define primary sources and to state 
how they are helpful in the study of history.  Students answered that primary sources are 
a ‘first hand account by someone who was there.’  That they help you to “know the 
information of that time,’ and to, “know (peoples’) opinions firsthand.”  One student 
stated that primary sources are helpful because, “the people was right there when the 
things happened…(and it) is not disturb(ed) by other people.”  Students correctly 
identified primary sources as those that, “came from the people (who) go through the 
event.”  Through the History Day project and class instruction, students were able to 
correctly distinguish primary and secondary sources.  They were also able to explain how 
these sources can be properly utilized in the study of history.   
Summary 
 The student surveys, graphic organizers, and final exhibits allowed for insight into 
the students work.  It provided a means to analyze their understandings, perceptions, and 
educational experience.  Student work demonstrated a primarily literal and superficial 
translation of historical documents, but also advances in understanding of the historical 
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content and the English language.  Although students struggled with the development of 
historical thinking skills throughout the project, overall it proved to be beneficial method 
of instruction in teaching social studies content to learners of English as a foreign 
language.  
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Chapter Five: Summary and Conclusion 
 The question this study attempted to answer was whether or not primary sources 
could be used to develop historical thinking skills in students receiving content 
instruction to teach English as a Foreign Language.  The aspects of historical thinking 
skills that were explored included the following: chronological thinking, historical 
comprehension, historical analysis and interpretation, historical research capabilities, and 
historical issues-analysis and decision-making.  The instruction of primary source 
documents was facilitated through the National History Day project, which emphasizes 
research and analysis of a topic through the use of primary and secondary sources. This 
study attempted to compare and contrast traditional teaching and learning methods in the 
history classroom, with a constructionist approach centered on the use of primary source 
documents to develop historical thinking skills.  This study was conducted within an 
American style history classroom in China.  The participants were Chinese students 
enrolled in a grade 10 American history course.   
Significant Findings and Educational Implications 
Historical Research Capabilities. 
 The History Day project supported student growth in historical research 
capabilities.  The increased availability of digital primary sources allowed students to 
search and discover multiple primary and secondary sources relevant to their research 
topic.  With more documents available electronically, students and teachers are able to 
utilize primary sources in a more varied approach to the study of history.  While it took 
students additional time to locate appropriate and useful sources, the process was as much 
a learning experience for the students as the analysis of the sources.  Students were able 
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to locate information through general search engines, online library catalogs, and online 
archives.  As Lee (2002) stated, the availability of these resources allowed students to be 
empowered and to “construct a more personal understanding of history” (p. 504).  
 The ability to locate sources is a transferable skill that students will be able to 
apply in a number of future academic situations in the study of history, as well as in other 
disciplines.  The students recognized improvements in their research capabilities and 
stated this within their exit survey.  This project has allowed the students to form a 
foundation for future research in history and the social studies.   
Independent Student Learning. 
 This project promoted independent, student driven learning.  Students gain 
confidence through the research process and constructing a final presentation.  Students 
exhibited a sense of pride in their final project and knowledge gained through researching 
their topic.  By providing students with the appropriate scaffolding tools in the form of 
instruction and graphic organizers, students were able to take responsibility for their own 
learning.  An important aspect of the use of primary source documents is that they require 
students to construct knowledge through their own interpretation of the event being 
studied.  The independent learning promoted by this project led students to draw their 
own conclusions based on the information they found on their own. 
Difficulties in Interpretation and Analysis and Historical Issues-Analysis and 
Decision-Making. 
 One area where the students had the most difficulty in the use of primary sources 
to develop historical thinking skills was in interpretation and analysis.  Students struggled 
to go beyond the simple statement of facts and to create their own interpretation and 
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analysis of the event they were researching through the sources they discovered.  Many 
students used dates, facts, and statistics to create their narrative rather than providing 
their own interpretation of the information.  This could reflect the importance of these 
forms of historical facts in the traditional Chinese classroom where information and 
memorization are priorities.  This illustrates the difference in Western and Chinese 
beliefs about learning studied by Li (2005).  The History Day project follows the Western 
belief that inquiry and analysis are paramount to the learning process.  However, this 
conflicts with the Chinese belief that learning is virtuous and master of a subject is key to 
understanding.   
 Students also suffered from a narrow-vision when creating their final narrative.  
They had a difficult time placing their topic within the large context of the time period.  
Even though the annual theme of ‘Turning Points in History’ required students to 
consider how the consequences that resulted from the event being studied, many students 
struggled to clearly identify the short term effects and historical significance of the event 
or decision.  Students also had a difficulty in analyzing the issues surrounding each event 
and aspects of the decisions made by the individuals and institutions involved.  Students 
tended to approach the information presented in the primary sources in a more literal way 
rather than in an evaluative or analytical way.  This may be due to a number of different 
reasons.  The students are still in the process of learning the English language.  Their 
language abilities may have made it difficult to go beyond a simple translation of the 
information presented in the historical sources.  Their background in the traditional 
Chinese style of learning where mastery and memorization are favored may also have 
been a factor in how they approached and used the historical documents.   
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 Another factor that could have effected the students’ abilities to evaluate, analyze, 
and interpret the primary sources could be their limited background knowledge in 
American history.  As Dutt-Doner et al. (2007) found in their study with adolescents, a 
student’s limited knowledge base and unsophisticated understanding of the world may 
hinder their ability to properly analyze information.  Additional instruction and support 
will be required to promote analysis and interpretation when using primary source 
documents. 
Implications of the History Day project for Learners of English as a Foreign 
Language 
 The History Day Project proved to be an excellent teaching tool for Learners of 
English as a Foreign Language.  While the students may have struggled with the higher 
order thinking skills and analysis, these skills were still promoted through the research 
and writing aspects of the project.  This project gave students an excellent opportunity to 
use English in a novel and authentic way, which addresses the real world needs of 
English Language Learners described by Horn (2011).  It incorporated the core language 
skills of reading, writing, speaking, and listening.  Students were presented with authentic 
reading materials in historical texts.  They were tasked with reading and interpreting 
these materials in order to present their understanding in a new way through their final 
project.  Once completing their final project, students presented their findings in an 
interview style judging.   
 The project engaged the students in a way that may not have been possible in a 
more traditional classroom setting.  It promoted independent thinking and work skills that 
improve student confidence.   Overall, students enjoyed the project.  They were given an 
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opportunity to study a topic of interest to them, while at the same time working toward 
academic standards set within the curriculum.  The History Day project is an excellent 
vehicle for students to learn and practice English through the content of history. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
  The History Day project provided a foundation for which to base this study on the 
use of primary sources in the history classroom to develop historical thinking skills.  This 
project helps to promote student use of primary sources in a research setting, however in 
order to adequately and effectively use primary sources, students must have explicit 
instruction in how to use these types of sources.  As a result of this study, it is evident 
that more research is needed to determine which methods are most effective at promoting 
the historical thinking skills of interpretation and analysis through the use of primary 
source documents.  While the History Day project promoted a number of historical 
thinking skills, in order to increase the potential benefits of using the History Day project 
in the classroom, students should be introduced to the use of primary source documents 
in a number of different ways prior to beginning the project.  More research could be 
conducted to determine in what ways this could be accomplished to maximize the 
development of historical thinking skills. 
Summary  
  The use of primary sources in the history classroom promotes student centered 
learning and the construction of knowledge.  Primary sources can also be used as a tool 
for developing historical thinking skills.  While this poses additional challenges for 
educators and learners, the use of scaffolding methods and appropriate instruction can 
enhance the benefits of these sources as an authentic means of studying history.  The use 
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of the History Day project and accompanying graphic organizers created a foundation for 
students to implement primary sources in their independent study of history topics.  This 
project presented students who were unfamiliar with this style of education with a 
challenging opportunity for growth.  This study demonstrated that it is possible and to use 
primary source documents as a way to develop historical thinking skills in a classroom 
using content to teach students of English as a Foreign Language. 
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Appendix A: Initial Survey 
Name: 
Do you enjoy studying history? 
 
What is your favorite and least favorite part of studying history? 
 
 
Describe how you have learned history in your Chinese classes in the past. 
 
 
How do you think historians study history? 
 
 
Why do you think it is important to study history? 
 
 
What skills do you think students need to study history? 
 
 
How do you think teachers could make teaching history more interesting? 
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Appendix B: Topic Worksheet 
Area of Interest: 
Possible Topic How is it a Turning Point in History? 
1.___________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_______________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_____________________ 
2.___________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_______________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_____________________ 
3.___________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_______________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_____________________ 
 
Area of Interest: 
Possible Topic How is it a Turning Point in History? 
1.___________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_______________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_____________________ 
2.___________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_______________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_____________________ 
3.___________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
_______________________ 
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_____________________ 
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Appendix C: Source Worksheet 
Date: 
 
Title: 
 
Website: 
 
Who wrote this document?  What do you know about this person? 
 
Type of Source (Newspaper, letter, map, photograph, etc.): 
 
Date of Source: 
 
What is this source about? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
Important Information: 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
Why do you think this document was written? Who was the intended audience? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
What does this document tell you about life in the United States at the time it was written? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
How does this source fit your topic? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D: Thesis Development Worksheet 
 
TOPIC:   
 
WHO:  Who was involved?  Who was affected? _______________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________  
 
WHAT:  What happened?  What was the main event? __________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________  
 
WHERE:  Where was/were the place(s) it took place?  __________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
WHEN:  When did it happen? How long of a time period was it?  _________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________  
 
WHY: Why did it happen? What caused it? ___________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
WHY: Why is it important? What were outcomes?  ____________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
CONNECTION TO THEME: Turning Points in History: People, Ideas, Events 
 
Why is your topic a turning point?  _________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What was happening before your turning point? How was it different after?  ________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Put it all together into a thesis statement.    
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Can you prove it? _______________________________________________________________ 
 
How? Explain.  _________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Thesis Development Example 
 
TOPIC: Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott 
 
WHO:  Who was involved?  Who was affected? Rosa Parks; citizens in Montgomery, Alabama; 
civil rights leaders, Montgomery’s city government officials. 
 
WHAT:  What happened?  What was the main event? Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on 
a public bus, which violated a city law requiring segregation.  She was arrested and went to jail.  
Civil rights leaders organized a boycott of city buses to challenge the law as unconstitutional.  
The economic impact of the boycott forced city leaders and the bus company to enter into 
negotiation with civil rights leaders. 
 
WHERE:  Where was/were the place(s) it took place? Montgomery, Alabama 
 
WHEN: When did it happen? How long of a time period was it? Parks was arrested on Dec. 1, 
1955; the boycott started on Dec. 5 and lasted for 382 days. 
 
WHY:  Why did it happen? What caused it?  Civil rights leaders wanted to overturn segregation 
laws. 
 
WHY:  Why is it important? What were the outcomes? The boycott forced change in 
Montgomery and succeeded in overturning the law requiring segregation.  This success inspired 
similar protests helping end segregation and secure greater equality. 
 
CONNECTION TO THEME: Turning Points in History: People, Ideas, Events 
 
Why is your topic a turning point?  Before the Montgomery Bus Boycott, public buses in 
Montgomery, Alabama were segregated.  The Boycott became a turning point in Montgomery 
after the bus company ended its segregation policy. 
 
What was happening before your turning point? What happened after? Before the Montgomery 
Bus Boycott, the majority of the South, including Montgomery, Alabama, was segregated by 
race. Buses, restaurants, movie theatres, etc.  After the boycott, the public buses in 
Montgomery became integrated and other communities used strategies from Montgomery to 
create change in their cities and towns. 
 
Put it all together into a thesis statement.   In 1955 Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat at 
the front of the bus in Montgomery, Alabama.  The Bus Boycott that followed for the next 382 
days was a turning point in the American Civil Rights Movement because it led to the 
successful integration of the bus system in Montgomery.  Because of the boycott, other cities 
and communities followed suit, leading to the further desegregation in the United States. 
 
Can you prove it?  Yes 
 
How?  Explain:  City officials and the bus company refused to come to a compromise over 
segregation on buses until the boycott made a significant financial impact.  Other civil rights 
leaders sent letters and requests to boycott participants seeking advice to start similar protests.  
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. used what he learned in Montgomery and applied it in other cities.  
These are documented in meeting minutes, testimonials, newspaper articles, letters, speeches, 
and a timeline of events.         
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Appendix E: Graphic Organizer for Project Layout 
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Appendix F: Student Final Exhibits 
Project #1: The Torpedo War 
This project was complete by two students, Angie and Tony.  Their chosen topic is the 
sinking of the Lusitania, an event that precipitated the entry of the United States in World 
War I.   
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Project #2: The Atomic Bomb 
This project was complete by Charles and Bill.  They chose to research the creation and 
use of the atomic bomb at the end of World War II.  
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Project #3: Apollo 11 
Ken researched the Apollo 11 mission that brought the first man to the moon. 
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Appendix G: Exit Survey 
1. Did you enjoy the History Day project? 
2. What was your favorite part of the History Day project? 
3. What was your least favorite part of the History Day project? 
4. Did you find the History Day project to be easy or difficult? 
5. How was the History Day project different from how you have of studied history in the past? 
6. Do you think other students should do the History Day project? Why? 
7. What was the most important thing you learned from the History Day project? 
8. What is a primary source and how are these sources useful when studying history? 
 
